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Over the past few years, I have observed the recurrent materialization of the grid as a 
form in my artwork. Often it has seemed to emerge as if from the depths of the ocean, gradually 
coming into view as the work takes shape. In the past, I have ascribed this appearance of the grid 
to practicalities and standards such as the traditionally rectangular shape of paper or canvas. But, 
over the past eighteen months, I have felt compelled to search for a more satisfactory 
explanation. In large part, this has amounted to conducting a thorough investigation of the 
origins and politics of the so-called “practicalities” and “standards” to which I had long 
attributed the emergence of the grid in my work. This research has led me to reconsider my 
understanding of the grid as a passive form. In the pages that follow, I aim to elaborate on my 
findings and construct an analysis of my art practice in light of these discoveries. 
While I admit that the text is at times circuitous with some parts underdeveloped and 
others overdone, as a whole, it serves as an accurate reflection of my thoughts. To help myself 
and the reader manage, I have broken the text into five sections that shift from a macro-scale 
view of the grid as a social structure to its appearance in art and finally to its role in my work 
specifically. In the first section “A Brief History of the Grid and Its Proliferation,” I describe the 
origins and expansion of the grid in urban planning as a mode of spatial organization. I then 
connect the adoption of the grid as spatial organizer to its utilization as a structure for the 
organization of information, time, and display. In the second section “Harnessing the Grid: The 
Production of Spectacle,” I argue that the proliferation of the grid has been utilized in modern 
governance to produce spectacle as the primary tool for social control. In the third section 
“Historical Approaches to the Grid in Art,” I reflect on the emergence of the grid as a 
perspectival tool in the Renaissance and its redeployment as a subject in Modernism, both of 
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which contributed to the production of spectacle. I contrast these uses of the grid with its 
invocation for political critique in Russian Constructivism. In the fourth section “Confronting the 
Grid: A Contemporary Project,” I discuss four contemporary artists: Andreas Gursky, Harun 
Farocki, Hito Steyerl, and Christian Marclay, all of whom have influenced my own work. I argue 
that each of these artists has identified and challenged the grid as a tool for the production of 
spectacle and social control. In the concluding section “My Work: History, Memory, Self, and 
the Intervening Space,” I address the role of the grid in my practice by discussing two of my 
videos: Today’s News and Tiles.  
In the course of this text, my aim is to theorize how a form as anomalous in nature as the 
grid has become one of the most defining features not only of human life but of a human life. My 
desire from the outset has been to bring the macro into conversation with the micro and to 
formulate a better understanding of the interplay between broad social structures and the 
intimacy of personal experience. Mirroring my work as an artist, this text at times weaves 
together my personal and family history with the macro structure of the grid. The purpose is to 
recognize that the apparent vacuum created by the abstractions required to discuss social and 
political structures is not a vacuum at all but a zone filled with people with real lives and stories.   
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I. A Brief History of the Grid and Its Proliferation 
In 1997, the city of Freiburg im Breisgau in Germany renamed one of its streets from 
Uhlenhuthstraße to Thannhauserstraße. The street, constructed in the 1970s, had originally been 
named after Paul Uhlenhuth (1870-1957), a bacteriologist and immunologist known for his 
discovery of a test to distinguish human blood from animal blood, as well as for a number of 
treatments for bacterial infections. In the 1990s, Uhlenhuth’s activities in Nazi Germany came 
under scrutiny, and it was revealed that he supported the dismissal of Jewish colleagues at the 
University of Freiburg. Among these was my great-grandfather Siegfried Thannhauser (1885-
1962), a professor of medicine, director of the medical clinic, and prominent researcher of 
nucleic acids, phospholipids, and metabolism. Despite his seniority and his best efforts to retain 
his position, Thannhauser was forced to resign on April 17, 1934 because of his Jewish heritage. 
The renaming of Uhlenhuthstraße after Thannhauser was part of a broader effort in Germany to 
recognize the crimes committed during the Third Reich and the victims of those crimes. 
At first glance, such a renaming seems laudable and a clear demonstration of a society 
attempting to right the wrongs of its past. And, perhaps it is. But is a German city street really an 
appropriate memorial to a victim of Nazi persecution? In considering this question, it is 
worthwhile to take a closer look at the history of the city street and its development and function 
as a technology. Although Freiburg’s streets are for the most part unorganized and tangled as are 
the streets of many German cities and towns dating from the middle ages, Thannhauserstraße, 
having been constructed more recently, assumes a more gridded appearance with short dead-end 
extensions coming off the main road at approximate right angles—a structure observed in 
neighboring streets as well (Figure 1). Although not built in the form of a rigid grid, these streets 
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were certainly informed by such plans and are part of the genealogy of the grid, which I will now 




Figure 1. Thannhauserstraße and neighboring streets display grid-like geometries in Freiburg im 




The origin of the grid in urban planning has been the subject of some debate.1 Dan 
Stanislawski argued that the first urban grids were constructed in the Indus Valley in the third 
millennium B.C.E in settlements like Mohenjo-Daro and that all subsequent grid plans can be 
traced back to these originals.2 However, this view has come under criticism for its essentialism 
                                                
1 Reuben S. Rose-Redwood, “Genealogies of the Grid: Revisiting Stanislawski’s Search for the Origin of the Grid-
Pattern Town,” The Geographical Review 98, no. 1 (January 2008): 42-58.  
2 Ibid., 49. 
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and failure to recognize the presence of grid designs in communities with no connection to the 
Indus Valley such as those found in pre-Columbian America. Regardless of their origin, 
Stanislawski’s argument that urban grids have facilitated state-sponsored systems of social 
control over their populations has gained wide acceptance.3 Michel Foucault also supported this 
view by asserting that grid plans contributed to the development of disciplinary societies.4  
Likewise, in her analysis of past utilizations of the urban grid, Jill Grant notes a clear bias 
towards the structure in more authoritarian societies: “The grid and other patterns of urban form 
that derive from geometric principles and surveying technology [are] more frequently associated 
with the concentration of military power and wealth rather than with egalitarian traditions.”5 This 
is especially true for colonizing authorities, which tended to apply the grid to newly occupied 
territories to consolidate control over them.6 The utilization of regular geometry to survey land, 
often with the help and threatening presence of the military, became an essential tool for colonial 
governments seeking an a priori reconceptualization of land use without any regard for the 
inhabitants.7 As Nicholas Blomley argues, by its mere division into an abstract grid, indigenous 
land could be purged of its “meanings, stories, and tenurial relations” and turned into vacant 
land.8 The grid with its anti-narrative proclivities became a technology of government utilized 
for the silencing and erasure of history for the purpose of consolidating power and control over 
territory and subjugated populations. 
 In the United States, the Land Ordinance of 1785 is a model example of the imposition of 
the grid by a colonizing power. The resolution divided the whole of the Northwest Territory of 
                                                
3 Ibid., 51. 
4 Ibid., 55. 
5 Jill Grant, “The Dark Side of the Grid: Power and Urban Design,” Planning Perspectives 16 (2001): 220. 
6 Ibid., 230. 
7 Nicholas Blomley, “Law, Property, and the Geography of Violence: The Frontier, the Survey, and the Grid,” 
Annals of the Association of American Geographers 93, no. 1 (March 2003): 127. 
8 Ibid., 129. 
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the United States into one square-mile lots for sale, regardless of the histories or populations 
residing in those lands, to raise revenue for the government (Figure 2). Ultimately, much of the 
central and western United States would be partitioned in the same way, giving rise to the 
characteristic square-mile parcels of farm land that spread across large swaths of the country as 




Figure 2. Theoretical Township Diagram. The Land Ordinance of 1785 divided the Northwest 
Territory of the United States into 1-square-mile parcels. Square townships were established 
containing 36 of these units. The numbering scheme shown in the chart, made by the US Interior 
Bureau of Land Management, was adopted in 1796. It depicts a township with its 36 numbered 
sections along with the adjacent sections of adjoining townships. https://commons.wikimedia.org 
/wiki/File:Theoreticaltownshipmap.gif. 
 
The spread of grid plans in colonized territory was not restricted to the United States. As 
Kate Brown notes, Karaganda, a city in Kazakhstan constructed as a penal colony by the Soviet 
                                                
9 Albert Pope, Ladders (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1996), 51. 
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Union has an almost identical appearance to Billings, Montana and other railroad cities built in 
the United States.10 Although the Soviet Union and the United States had opposing political 
systems, they were both industrializing powers with regimes that tended to benefit a small elite at 
the expense of the rest of the population. Brown explains,  
The physical experience of industrial labor differs little whether in capitalism or 
communism, because the same grid stretched over not only space but time, the process of 
production, and consequently, lives. Time was gridded into schedules (set and calibrated 
by the railroad); materials were graphed into production quotas; bodies were regimented 
into units.11 
 
The grid, as Brown alludes, ultimately spread far beyond geography into every facet of modern 
life.  
In particular, the grid as a structure for the ordering of information arose hand-in-hand 
with the grid as a structure for the organization of space. At the most basic level, the gridding of 
space was translated into the representation of information on two dimensional surfaces in the 
form of maps. The conceptualizing of the world by the intersections of theoretical lines of 
longitude and latitude enabled its flattening onto the page. This project was greatly advanced in 
the sixteenth century when Gerardus Mercator introduced mathematically-derived coordinates 
defined by longitude and latitude for the demarcation of spherical space on a two-dimensional 
surface in the form of the Mercator projection, enabling navigators to map their voyages with 
straight lines.12 The world was thereby reorganized from an incomprehensible scale and spatial 
complexity into a flat, small-scale form that could be viewed all at once and in an instant. The 
ultimate goal of these mapping projects, however, was not geographic but primarily social. The 
grid utilized for the organization of space was the same grid utilized for the organization of 
                                                
10 Kate Brown, “Gridded Lives: Why Kazakhstan and Montana are Nearly the Same Place,” The American 
Historical Review 106, no. 1 (February 2001): 17-18. 
11 Ibid., 42-43. 
12 Jack H. Williamson, “The Grid: History, Use, and Meaning,” Design Issues 3, no. 2 (Autumn 1986): 19. 
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society. The mapping of space onto two dimensions with the aid of the grid has become the 
primary means by which governments track, surveil, and ultimately control their populations.13 
By dividing space into parcels and monitoring the individuals within each parcel, governments 
are able to amass data that, when reviewed in bulk through statistical means, becomes a 
representation of the population. In this way, the grid serves as a device whereby individual data 
points can be organized into a schema that can be analyzed to understand and then control the 
masses. In short, the grid as spatial structure becomes the grid as information structure.  
As Peter Miller and Nikolas Rose argue, to understand discourse and government, it is 
necessary to take notice of the “technical devices of writing, listing, numbering and computing 
that render a realm into discourse as a knowable, calculable and administrable object … 
amenable to intervention and regulation.”14  At the root of many of these technologies is the grid 
as an organizing principle. Take for instance house numbering. During the nineteenth century, 
city officials came to understand the importance of house numbering for the parsing of urban 
space, and the practice became a standard element of municipal governance (Figure 3).15 By 
assigning houses unique addresses, collection of data became far more efficient, enabling 
governments to gather clearer pictures of their populations. Addresses were collected in books 
that listed the names of inhabitants and businesses occupying them. Just as people were spatially 
gridded into blocks by urban plans, their names and addresses were gridded into matching charts 
that could be utilized for purposes of surveillance, regulation, and control. This grid-based 
organization of space and information was crucial for the development, for instance, of an 
efficient American census, which records everything from age to income to race based on 
                                                
13 See, for example, Rose-Redwood, “Governmentality, Geography, and the Geo-Coded World,” Progress in 
Human Geography 30, no. 4 (2006), 469-486. 
14 Peter Miller and Nikolas Rose, “Governing Economic Life,” Economy and Society 19, no. 1 (February 1990): 5. 
15 Rose-Redwood, “Governmentality,” 481. 
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geographic location.  All of this information is organized in grids in the form of charts, graphs, 
and Cartesian coordinate systems.  
 
 
Figure 3. The “Decimal” or “Philadelphia System,” as schematized in this diagram of 
Philadelphia streets, was an influential model in the implementation of the systematic street 
numbering of American gridiron cities. The diagram was originally printed in McElroy's 
Philadelphia City Directory, 1861 and reproduced here from Rueben S. Rose-Redwood, 
“Indexing the Great Ledger of the Community: Urban House Numbering, City Directories, and 
the Production of Spatial Legibility,” Journal of Historical Geography 34, no. 2 (April 2008): 
286-310, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhg.2007.06.003. 
 
Books in their own right have something of the grid in them with each rectilinear page 
constituting a single cell in a broader program, organizing and storing information. By ordering 
information in a suggested temporal sequence with a beginning and an end, books participated in 
the gridding of time itself. This is perhaps most apparent in calendars, which break down time 
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into concrete units. The gridding of time, however, would only be fully realized with the advent 
of photography and ultimately film. In its own right, photography, which forms the basis of film, 
has little to do with the grid structurally (although this will be reconsidered later). When 
sequenced together though, photographs take on a new form. In his pioneering stop-motion 
images of animal locomotion for instance, Eadweard Muybridge captured sequential images in 
rapid succession showing for the first time how animals move (Figure 4). When tiled together 
into a grid, these images showcase motion in time, and when played sequentially, they become 
animated. In this way, a grid of images, by its sequential appearance, begins to reconstitute the 
passage of time in the form of a grid.  
The most important development in photography that enabled the transition from the still 
image to the moving image was the reduction of exposure times. Originally, long exposure times 
were necessary to capture a single image. Subjects had to remain still for many minutes to be 
traced in a photograph. Any objects in motion would be blurry or would fail to show up entirely. 
In the 1880s with the introduction of photographic dry plate processes by Auguste Lumière, 
exposure times were greatly reduced, enabling moving objects to be suspended in time.16 As 
Joanna Lowry explains, “Now photography could be seen as a revelatory practice, revealing the 
world as a place of comic and unexpected oddities, strange poses, people in flight: a world of 
events that had been hitherto hidden from the human eye.”17 With the advent of rapid exposure, 
human experience of time was radically altered. The “event” was born. The moment of action—
of “history”—was rendered visible.18 Rather than being reconstructed after the fact, “history” 
could be caught as it unfolded.  
                                                
16 Joanna Lowry, “Modern Time: Revisiting the Tableau,” in Time and Photography, ed. Jan Baetens, Alexander 
Streitberger, and Hilde Van Gelder (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2010): 53.   
17 Ibid. 





Figure 4. Eadweard Muybridge, “Animal Locomotion, Plate 626,” 1887, collotype, 9 5/16 x 12 
1/16 in. (23.7 x 30.6 cm), National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C., https://www.nga.gov/coll 
ection/art-object-page.136536.html.  
 
The development of the celluloid film strip subsequently allowed for these near 
instantaneous photographs to be organized in an extended linear grid—a single row of cells in 
the Cartesian coordinate system with each cell marking a moment in time. Not only could the 
event be recorded for posterity now, it could also be replayed. Underlying the structure of this 
new invention was the grid—time stored as information. For the most part, the gridded 
formulation of this new technology remained in the background. By the rapid flow of the film 
strip, discrete frames merged into a single moving image with no apparent gaps. The underlying 
stepwise structure was hidden beneath this veneer of continuity. From the outset then, by its very 
formulation, film was a preeminent form of manipulation and one that could be used for social 
control. Its artificiality—its grid—was hidden from view.  
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Even before its inception, the gridded moving image was conceived as a technology for 
the masses. In 1875, George R. Carey, a Boston-based inventor and professional land surveyor, 
helped to extend the grid from spatial organizer to information organizer. He proposed an 
electronic system that would transmit and receive moving images.19 The scheme was to utilize 
light-sensitive cells that would send a signal to an array of electric lights. In the final two decades 
of the nineteenth century, several other inventors would propose related prefigurations of 
television, but it was not until Vladimir K. Zworykin developed television camera tubes in 1923 
that a fully electronic television system could become a reality.20 Utilizing electronic scanning 
technology, television camera tubes could capture and transmit moving images in real time. By 
1934, NBC was transmitting television signals from the top of the Empire State Building.21 
Although television broadcasting did not require the use of traditional film strips, it still operated 
on the same basic principle of a rapid succession of still images. Television was broadcast at a 
standard 30 frames per second (after 1953, 29.97 fps).22 Thus, with its capacity to transmit live 
signals, television marked a further gridding of time. Rather than reconstituting time via a 
gridded structure of images, television actively gridded real time as it unfolded. The experience 
of lived time became an experience of the grid even in its invisibility. The grid had now 
effectively colonized space, information, and time.  
It also became the primary organizer of display technology. By display technology, I 
mean the physical methods by which information is visualized rather than organized. For most of 
human history, display technologies have utilized continuous marks: charcoal, chalk, blood, 
                                                
19 Richard S. O’Brien and Robert B. Monroe, “101 Years of Television Technology,” SMPTE Journal 85 (July 
1976): 460.  
20 Ibid., 463.  
21 Ibid.  
22 Ibid., 464.  
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paint, ink, and other fluid media on some kind of support. Although at a microscopic level all of 
these technologies employ tiny particles to produce the contrast that makes them visible, on the 
scale of human vision and, more importantly, conceptually, they function on the basis of 
continuous tone. When pencil is put to paper with constant pressure, it produces a relatively 
uniform line rather than a series of dots or dashes. Even when pencil is used to make dots and 
dashes as a means of producing tonal variation, at a fundamental level, the marks that form the 
basis of this variation are always continuous. This is perhaps best exemplified by the capacity of 
these media to produce perfect, smooth curves. On the other hand, textiles have long offered an 
alternative mode of display: a stepwise method. Here, I am not referring to textiles that have 
been painted or dyed following their production. Rather, I refer to textiles whose imagery has 
been incorporated into their very structure from the outset. The production of these textiles 
requires any visualizations made within them to be mapped onto the grid of the weave itself. 
Each stitch of colored thread produces a single dot of color in the expanded grid of the textile. In 
this case, perfect curves or even straight diagonals are impossible to achieve. Instead, they 
appear stepwise: a series of dashes strategically connected at their corners to produce the illusion 
of a curve or a diagonal out of noncoincident straight segments.  
With the advent of photography and the desire to reprint photographs with standard 
mechanical printing methods, the grid of the textile became the basis of a new method of gridded 
display: the halftone. Standard offset printing techniques (e.g. those used to print newspapers) 
like lithography could only apply a single tone of ink or nothing at all. In order to print 
photographs, which featured continuous tonal variations, coarse textiles, or screens, were placed 
in front of photosensitive plates such that, when exposed, the light would be scattered into a 
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pattern of dots that could subsequently be etched into the plates for printing.23 The dots in this 
pattern or halftone varied in size and density to produce the illusion of continuous tone. In the 
1880s, Frederic Ives and Max Levy improved upon this technology to the point where it became 
commercially viable.24 The use of halftones in conjunction with photolithography became a 
mainstay of printing technology and continues to be widely utilized today. Color printing 
employs the same technology but with four halftones featuring cyan, magenta, yellow, and black 
that when printed on top of each other produce the illusion of a full color image. Today’s digital 
printers continue to employ dots, sometimes in the form of halftones like in the case of laser 
printers, to produce images.  
Electronic display technology has also come under the control of the grid. For most of 
television history, the cathode ray tube (CRT) display was predominantly employed in 
receivers.25 A beam of electrons was fired at a phosphorescent coating to create the image. 
Initially, monochrome displays utilized a continuous phosphorescent coating resulting in images 
of continuous tone. However, with the advent of colored CRT displays, screens were broken 
down into individual phosphorescent dots or dashes of red, green, and blue, turning what was 
once a continuous display technology into a stepwise display technology (Figure 5).26 This 
gridding of the screen into individual dots was taken much further with the development of 
digital technologies, which broke down each frame into a grid of discrete elements that were 
individually controlled. Efficient electronic storage of image information could be achieved by 
gridding an image into a defined number of squares, each of a specific color and intensity 
                                                
23 Dusan C. Stulik and Art Kaplan, “Halftone,” in The Atlas of Analytical Signatures of Photographic Processes 
(Los Angeles: The Getty Conservation Institute, 2013) 5-6. 
24 Ibid., 7.  
25 David E. Mentley, “State of Flat-Panel Display Technology and Future Trends,” Proceedings of the IEEE 90, no. 
4 (April 2002): 454.  
26 Lawrence E. Tannas, Jr., ed., Flat-Panel Displays and CRTs (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold Company, 
1985), 143-144. 
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generated by a red, green, and blue dot. An electronic display with a matching number of 
squares, each controlled independently, could then reproduce the digitally stored image. Each 
square in these digital images came to be called “picture elements” or “pixels.”27 During the first 
decade of the twenty-first century, commercially viable liquid crystal displays (LCDs) and light 
emitting diode (LED) and organic light emitting diode (OLED) displays, all of which employ 
pixels as the basis of their methodology, displaced CRTs. Thus, with the widespread adoption of 
pixel-based digital images, the grid completed its colonization of display technology. 
 
 
Figure 5. This CRT display utilizes phosphorescent dashes of red, green, and blue to produce a 
full color image. Image courtesy of the author.  
 
II. Harnessing the Grid: The Production of Spectacle   
The gridding of display technology reflects a larger pattern of social organization and 
control. In 1651, Hobbes published Leviathan, the cover of which featured a monarch whose 
body was composed of his subjects (Figure 6). Hobbes understood the sovereign to have a 
                                                
27 Richard F. Lyon, “A Brief History of ‘Pixel,’” SPIE Proceedings Volume 6069, Digital Photography II; 606901 
(2006), https://doi.org/10.1117/12.644941. 
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contract with the people, shaping them into a body politic while manifesting their collective 
will.28 In this sense, the absolute monarch has organized his subjects into the pixels that compose 
him. While the absolute monarch’s power becomes a manifestation of the people who form his 




Figure 6. Detail. Abraham Bosse, Frontispiece of Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan, 1651, engraving, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Leviathan_by_Thomas_Hobbes.jpg.  
 
Analogously, to derive power, modern governments, often working through private corporations, 
have imposed the grid on their populations as the ultimate organizer of space, information, time, 
and display. Geography has been gridded, partitioning the population into individual units for the 
efficient collection of data. Mirroring the gridding of space, this information has been organized 
                                                
28 Jeffrey T. Schnapp, “The Mass Panorama,” Modernism/modernity 9, no. 2 (April 2002): 247.  
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into grids of its own in the form of maps, charts, tables, graphs, etc. With the development of 
film and television, first the representation of time became gridded in the form of the film strip 
and then experiential time became gridded in live broadcasts. The display of gridded information 
and time has in turn taken on the form of the grid with the halftone dot and pixel as its 
paradigms. But how does all of this gridding manifest as social control and ultimately as the 
consolidation of power in the hands of government? Through the phenomenon of the spectacle.  
 Take the Super Bowl as an example. At the center is the gridded field sometimes referred 
to as the gridiron for its similarity to a cooking grill. The rectangular field is 120 yards long, 
including the end zones, and 53 1/3 yards wide. Its interior is demarcated by lines spaced at five 
yard intervals with dashes marking every intervening yard. This spatial gridding organizes the 
players into their own grid of offensive and defensive lines. Surrounding the field, the stadium 
rises up. Its many rows of seats organize the spectators into a grid that echoes that of the players 
and the field itself. All the while, the television captures the game in real time, transmitting it as 
a gridded sequence of still frames to televisions all over the country. This mode of transmission 
makes use of the vast array of surrounding urban and rural spatial grids to bring the signal to 
each home, bar, office, etc. The televisions in turn display the grid of the field, the grid of the 
players, and the grid of the fans on a gridded surface of pixels. To complete the logic, the 
television viewers assume an arrangement in couches and chairs that echo the gridding of the 
fans in the stadium. Their experience of time is itself gridded at a rate of 29.97 fps. The only way 
to keep up with the rapidity of the passage of these frames is to perceive them as moving image. 
The viewers are thereby manipulated into believing they are experiencing the same event as the 
fans in the stadium. As such the live broadcast becomes all-consuming, replacing the present 
surroundings with a facsimile of the game. The viewers’ political, economic, and social positions 
	 18 
are obfuscated by the energy of the present moment—a moment defined by the grid as 
organizing principle on such a vast scale that it becomes sublime. The euphoria produced is 
strong enough to erase memory and history. The game becomes a collective experience of 
amnesia, fantasy, and escapism. It is the opium of the masses.29  
 As Guy Debord put it, 
The spectacle presents itself simultaneously as society itself, as part of society, and as a 
means of unification. As part of society, it is ostensibly the focal point of all vision and 
all consciousness. But due to the very fact that this sector is separate, it is in reality the 
domain of delusion and false consciousness: the unification it achieves is nothing but an 
official language of universal separation.30  
 
The spectacle is a paradoxical form of collective experience whereby the apparent unification it 
produces is characterized by isolation. Each viewer is connected to the others only through the 
gridding of space, information, time, and display. Debord explained: “Spectators are linked 
solely by their one-way relationship to the very center that keeps them isolated from each 
other.”31 Images and their underlying grid pervade all social relations. In this way, total social 
control is achieved by creating the illusion of unification while actually dividing society up into 
individual units unable to communicate with one another directly. This inhibition of direct 
communication strips society of its power by precluding collective action, leaving the masses 
fragmented, distracted, and incapable of self-organization. The state has already monopolized 
their organization via the grid.  
In the case of the Super Bowl, the state has acted through private enterprise, a mainstay 
of so-called liberal democracies. In this form of government, corporations are empowered with 
                                                
29 See also Siegfried Kracauer, “The Mass Ornament,” in The Mass Ornament, trans. Thomas Y. Levin (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 75-86. 




the tools to grid the population into submission. In other forms of government, the same result 
can be achieved directly through the state. In Czechoslovakia, for instance, the Communist 
government held mass synchronized gymnastics events called Spartakiades, which took place in 
the Strahov Stadium, the largest ever built, and drew millions of spectators. Participants were 
organized into gridded geometries while the crowds were organized into rows of stadium seating, 
resulting in a massive state-sponsored spectacle. In Nazi Germany and fascist Italy, the political 
rally was perfected with the leader at the center of huge crowds, often carefully gridded into 
formations. These events were transmitted by radio and film to the masses. Here, social control 
was achieved directly by state intervention. 
Underlying all of these systems, whether democratic, communist, or fascist, remains the 
state-sponsored gridding of space, whereby land is organized into parcels that enable the 
gathering of data at the level of the individual and its subsequent organization into charts and 
graphs, which can then be used for social control via the production of a totalizing spectacle. 
Furthermore, with space, information, time, and display all gridded, production of spectacle 
becomes extremely efficient. The gridding of a relatively small group of individuals—football 
players for instance—can quickly translate into the social organization of millions of people by 
the activation of latent networks of grids in the form of streets, telecommunication systems, time, 
and modes of display. The movement of people, the organization of their schedules, their 
understanding of time itself and their ignorance of history is all achieved by the grid. This is 
social control at its most developed. It is the mantra of government. As Debord claims, the 
spectacle or, in my view more fundamentally, the grid, “is the ruling order’s nonstop discourse 
about itself, its never-ending monologue of self-praise, its self-portrait at the stage of the 
	 20 
totalitarian domination of all aspects of life.”32 This is not an attempt to flatten the real 
distinctions between various forms of government or to equate fascism with liberal democracy, 
but rather to imply that modern governance itself, regardless of its politics, relies on a relatively 
fixed set of structures. It also suggests the ease with which one political ideology can replace 
another when the same fundamental system of organization undergirds both. The transition from 
democracy to fascism requires little structural change. It is mostly a matter of attitude that 
separates the one from the other. The grid is not ambivalent to governance if governance means 
the imposition of social control, but it is ambivalent to politics.  
In a sense, this makes politics all the more vital because it is ideas principally that stand 
in the way of utilizing the grid of modern governance for violent ends. While it is true that the 
grid can be a powerful tool for the efficient deployment of social welfare programs and the 
administration of public health measures, it can just as easily be abused by the darkest of human 
impulses. Counteracting right-wing extremism becomes a matter of keeping the keys of modern 
governance out of the hands of violent ideologues. But, more fundamentally, the grid’s political 
ambivalence betrays the instability of liberal democracy—a project with its own fraught 
history—and the ease with which it can be seized for the execution of extremist policy. This 
explains how the Weimar Republic, one of history’s most left-leaning democracies, could so 
easily be replaced by the Third Reich. The structure of the institution is incapable of self-
defense. As a result, politics must serve as the first and perhaps only line of defense. Often, 
propaganda is deployed in this arena, sometimes with the label of art attached. As Benjamin 
famously proclaimed, society’s “self-alienation has reached such a degree that it can experience 
its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order. This is the situation of politics 
                                                
32 Ibid. 
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which Fascism is rendering aesthetic. Communism responds by politicizing art.”33 But, if the 
twentieth century has offered any lesson, it must be that political propaganda has little staying 
power. So, while politics can offer a vital check on extremism, the problem of modern 
governance ultimately lies at the core of its structure, not at the surface level of ideology, which 
shifts with the direction of the wind.  If artists wish to counteract the violence of modern 
governance, they must look beyond politics to the structure of the thing. They must reveal the 
underlying grid and oppose it.  
 
III. Historical Approaches to the Grid in Art 
How has art challenged the grid and its political ambivalence? In many cases it has not. 
The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries saw the widespread introduction of the grid in Western art 
with the production of treatises on perspective.34 In this case the grid was employed to 
reconstruct three-dimensional spatial relations on a two-dimensional surface, not unlike 
Mercator’s project of mapping the world.35 Additionally, the grid was employed as a screen to 
break down the visual field into smaller modules that could be more easily transferred onto a 
surface (Figure 7) or to facilitate the transposition of a drawing from one surface to another.36 In 
all of these cases, the grid served as a tool for the construction of facsimiles of reality. It was not 
the subject of the work, but a method to achieve a representation. These works participated in the 
gridding of information, and in that sense, they aided in the production of modern governance. 
They say nothing about the political ambivalence of the grid. They are part of it.  
 
                                                
33 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations, ed. Hannah 
Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn, (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), 242.  
34 Rosalind Krauss, “Grids,” October 9 (Summer 1979): 52.  
35 Williamson, 19.  




Figure 7. Albrecht Dürer, “Draughtsman Making a Perspective Drawing of a Reclining Woman,” 
ca. 1525, impression ca. 1600, woodcut, 3 1/16 x 8 7/16 in. (7.7 x 21.4 cm), Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/366555.  
 
With the arrival of twentieth-century modernisms—and here I am particularly concerned 
with De Stijl, the Bauhaus, and the International Style as opposed to the avant-garde—the grid 
transitioned from tool to subject but still had little to say about political ambivalence. In her 
landmark text “Grids,” Rosalind Krauss labeled the grid as the “emblem of modernity.”37 By the 
second decade of the twentieth century, grids pervaded Western art as a subject. At the center of 
this infatuation, Krauss identified a fundamental ambivalence of the grid. On the one hand are 
“centrifugal” grids, which are part of an infinitely extending grid. In this case, the artwork is a 
“tiny piece arbitrarily cropped from an infinitely larger fabric.”38 On the other hand are 
“centripetal” grids, which reiterate the rectilinear frame of the canvas and its weave.39 Instead of 
being fragments of an infinite form, these grids emphasize the separation of the artwork from the 
rest of the world.40 Krauss associated the centrifugal grid with science and materialism and the 
centripetal grid with spiritualism, but also held the reverse could be true. The ambivalence of the 
                                                
37 Krauss, 52. 
38 Ibid., 60.  
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid., 61.  
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grid towards these opposing positions allowed artists to deal with both in their work.41 Mondrian, 
for instance, made centrifugal grid paintings, where the grid extended off the edges of the canvas 





Figure 8. Piet Mondrian, “Composition in Red, Blue, and Yellow,” 1937-42, oil on canvas, 23 
3/4 x 21 7/8 in. (60.3 x 55.4 cm), Museum of Modern Art, New York, https://www.moma.org/ 
collection/works/80160?sov_referrer=artist&artist_id=4057&page=1. 
 
These distinctions, however, have little to say about the political ambivalence of the grid. Both 
centrifugal and centripetal grids “serve as a paradigm or model for the antidevelopmental, the 
antinarrative, the antihistorical.”42 In that sense, their attitude towards the political is likewise 
ambivalent. The grid in modernist painting, irrespective of Krauss’ distinctions, essentially 
                                                
41 Ibid., 63. 
42 Ibid., 64.  
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reflects the purpose of the grid in governance. It eliminates narrative and history in favor of the 
production of spectacle and thereby serves as a tool for social control.  
In fact, many modernists espoused the grid as a utopian form because of its very ability to 
organize the masses with technological rationality. The Bauhaus artist Oskar Schlemmer wrote, 
“If today’s artists love the machine, technology, and organization, if they aspire to precision and 
reject anything vague or dreamy, this implies an instinctive repudiation of chaos and a longing to 
find the form appropriate to our times…”43 The grid became the primary form by which 
differences in taste could be flattened and a collective mass aesthetic constructed.44 Modernists 
embraced the production of spectacle as this mass aesthetic: “a spectacular grid structure derived 
from the atomized logic of contemporary industrial organization.”45  The Bauhaus architect 
Hannes Meyer, for instance, admired the spectacle of sport: “The stadium has carried the day 
against the art museum, and physical reality has taken the place of beautiful illusion. Sport 
merges the individual into the mass.”46 Ironically, Meyer associated traditional painting with the 
pitfalls of illusion and the modern sporting event as a return to reality. He saw the sporting event 
as a collective activity capable of leveling hierarchies. Rigid organization and social control was 
something to celebrate. According to Le Corbusier, “The everyday, the rule, the common rule 
seem to us now the strategic base for the journey towards progress and the beautiful.”47 When 
viewed in this context, modernist infatuation with the grid amounts to an affirmation and even a 
celebration of spectacle as reflective of the spirit of the times and as a tool for governance 
regardless of its politics. Spectacle’s capacity to produce order out of chaos was seen as the 
                                                
43 Oskar Schlemmer, “Diary – April 1926,” in The Letters and Diaries of Oskar Schlemmer, ed. Tut Schlemmer 
(Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1972), 193, quoted in Andrew McNamara, “Between Flux and 
Certitude: The Grid in Avant-Garde Utopian Thought,” Art History 15, no. 1 (March 1992): 62.  
44 McNamara, “Between Flux and Certitude,” 68.  
45 Ibid., 71.  
46 Hannes Meyer, quoted in McNamara, “Between Flux and Certitude,” 70.  
47 Le Corbusier, quoted in McNamara, “Between Flux and Certitude,” 70.  
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epitome of beauty. It is no wonder then that so many aspects of modern design pioneered by the 
Bauhaus have been incorporated into the most mundane of government and commercial 




Figure 9. Marcel Breuer, “Chair (model B33),” 1927-1928, chrome-plated tubular steel with 
steel-thread seat and back, 32 15/16 x 19 5/16 x 25 3/8 in. (83.7 x 49 x 64.5 cm), Museum of 
Modern Art, New York, https://www.moma.org/collection/works/122197?sov_referrer=artist& 
artist_id=769&page=1. 
 
Russian Constructivism took a different approach to the grid. According to Margarita 
Tupitsyn, instead of submitting to the grid as an autonomous, top-down organizing principle, 
constructivists presented it as a structure that must be contended with.48 For instance, in her set 
                                                
48 Margarita Tupitsyn, “The Grid as a Checkpoint of Modernity,” Tate Papers 12 (Autumn 2009): 
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design of the 1920s, Lyubov Popova built lattices that performers had to climb on and interact 
through, showcasing the grid as a structure utilized for the organization of social relations.49 
Similarly, in Aleksandr Tairov’s 1933 production of Sophie Treadwell’s play Machina, Vadim 
Ryndin built lattices that associated the grid with the prison cage and thereby transformed the 
symbol of modernist abstraction into an ideological form indicative of an increasingly dangerous 
political environment (Figure 10).50  
 
 
Figure 10. Vadim Ryndin, Scene from Machinal by Sophie Treadwell, Chambers Theatre, 
Moscow, 1933, gelatin silver print, 9 1/2 x 5 1/2 in. (24 x 14 cm), Private Collection. 
Reproduced from Margarita Tupitsyn, “The Grid as a Checkpoint of Modernity,” Tate Papers 12 
(Autumn 2009): 4, https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/12/the-grid-as-a-
checkpoint-of-modernity. 
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This tendency to identify the grid’s role in social control reemerged in Russian art of the 
1970s in the work of Ilya Kabakov. In The Schedule for Taking out the Garbage Can (1980), 
Kabakov “reduced the function of the grid to the level of a bureaucratic chart recording 
collective participation in such repetitive and most mundane chores.”51 Rather than glorifying the 
grid as a transcendent, rationalizing form, Kabakov presented it as the organizing principle for 
even the most minute aspects of daily life. 
 
IV. Confronting the Grid: A Contemporary Project  
 At this point, instead of discussing the utilization of the grid in minimalism, 
conceptualism, abstraction, and Pop Art and the attending artists such as Donald Judd, Sol 
LeWitt, and Andy Warhol, I will focus on four more contemporary artists: Andreas Gursky 
(1955-), Harun Farocki (1944-2014), Hito Steyerl (1966-), and Christian Marclay (1955-), each 
of whose work has been profoundly impactful on my own practice as an artist. Their work has 
gone significantly further than that of the Russian Constructivists in recognizing the grid as a 
central problematic to confront rather than reiterate. All four artists have destabilized the 
spectacle by identifying components of its underlying structure. 
Andreas Gursky photographs grocery store aisles, display cases, hotels, apartment 
buildings, stock exchanges, factories, concerts, and other features of late capitalist society. His 
photographs are vastly spatial through their monumentally deconstructed perspectives as well as 
physically immense—frequently being more than six feet tall and ten feet long. They are often 
composed of multiple photographs stitched together digitally, yielding images with more detail 
                                                
51 Ibid.  
	 28 
than any one photograph could contain on its own and subverting the effects of linear 
perspective. In this way, the façade of a long apartment building, for instance, can be captured in 
exquisite detail while maintaining complete frontality from end to end. The photographs thereby 
eschew any physiologically possible point of view. The visual field extends beyond the scope of 
human eyesight.52 Gursky’s photographs adopt the point of view of the grid itself. As Peter 
Galassi explains, “the subject appears to present itself without the agency or interference of an 
observer; and to select and shape the view so that it suggests not a part or an aspect but a 
perfectly self-contained whole… everything essential is included; what lies outside can only be 
more of the same.”53 Gursky’s photographs visualize the world as a never ending gridded field. 
The windows of the apartment building, the aisles of the grocery store, the lines of factory 
workers, the crowd of ravers extend ad infinitum—at once contained in the photograph and 
forever expanding outwards. The images are devoid of social interaction between people. All 
relations are mediated through the spectacle. This is epitomized in his photographs of public 
market exchanges (Figure 11), where the traders are linked to each other not through direct social 
interactions but rather through the computers and monitors on the floor. Gursky’s ability to 
capture the false unity of the spectacle, whereby vast seas of people are engaged in a common 
experience but are simultaneously separated from each other by the structure itself, emblematizes 
the potential of art to reveal the grid as a system of social control.  
 
                                                
52 In fact, our physiological field of vision—and also that of the lens—is demarcated by a circle rather than a 
rectangle. Despite this, as is so apparent in Gursky’s photographs, the deployment of a rectangular and often gridded 
view finder in anticipation of the standard rectilinear page has come to dominate our visual conceptualization of the 
world. 




Figure 11. Andreas Gursky, “Chicago Board of Trade II,” 1999, 
https://www.andreasgursky.com/en/works/1999/chicago-board-of-trade-2. 
 
Harun Farocki, a prolific filmmaker best known for his essay films, goes further yet. 
Many of his works investigate the complex history of the photographic image and its relationship 
to war as a means of articulating the method by which modern governance has utilized 
technologies of the grid to enact violence and produce spectacle. In Images of the World and the 
Inscription of War (1988), Farocki ruminates on the interplay of representation, preservation, and 
destruction in photography by discussing surveillance images and photographic documentation 
of Auschwitz. These same themes are also central in Farocki’s later films on the Gulf Wars. For 
instance, in Eye/Machine (2001) and War at a Distance (2003), Farocki investigates the 
utilization of the photographic image for conducting operations of war. He focuses on the 
deployment of missiles in the first Gulf War with miniature cameras mounted on them, a 
technology actually developed during World War II, that transmitted footage of the target just 
	 30 
before its destruction (Figure 12). These images and others like them were integral to the 
functional targeting of the missiles themselves. Like Gursky’s images, they are taken from the 
omniscient perspective of the grid and thereby lack a human point of view. Moreover, they are 




Figure 12. Harun Farocki, War at a Distance, 2003, still from a color video, 58 min. 
 
Farocki interweaves this found operational footage with video of automated factory machinery 
that uses similar technology, documenting the flow of military technology into civilian life. 
Farocki’s films describe a world constructed by humans but no longer needing them. Modern 
imaging technology, almost always predicated on structures of the grid, eliminates the social 
from the realm of operation. Moreover, the mass media, as Farocki articulates in his films, is 
central to the acceptance of this alienated world by providing viewers with a mesmerizing 
sublimity, which “produced a pervasive ‘empathy for the technology of war.’”54  Thus, although 
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Farocki does not explicitly discuss the grid and the spectacle it generates in his films, the subject 
is at the center of his work. Hal Foster articulates this well: “After you view Images of the World 
and Eye/Machine, any grid—a perspectival painting, a computer screen, your front window—
begins to look like another target, a crosshairs about to line up.”55 The grid levels all, regardless 
of politics, with its violent gaze. It is ultimately this political ambivalence that Farocki opposes 
so forcefully in his work. While the grid, by its rationalizing order, attempts to render the 
partisan obsolete—a technological process advocated by the prominent Nazi theorist Carl 
Schmitt—Farocki’s opposition to it aims to keep the possibility of structural revolution alive.56   
Building on Farocki’s work, Hito Steyerl has become a leading critic of image culture in 
the age of the Internet. In her 2013 video How Not to be Seen: A Fucking Didactic Educational 
.MOV File, Steyerl gives five lessons on how to avoid detection by contemporary imaging and 
surveillance systems. One of the main features of this video is the recurring motif of the 
resolution target, a device used to determine the limit of an image’s resolution. The narrator’s 
computer voice explains that in 1950s and ‘60s the U.S. Air Force constructed resolution targets 
in the California desert to calibrate aerial photographs. These rectangular, grid-like structures 
enabled the U.S. government to determine the length of the smallest visible objects in analog 
aerial images. With the development of pixels, aerial and satellite images were gridded into 
identical squares, each of a solid color representing a certain area on the ground.57 In Steyerl’s 
video, the narrator explains that the then current resolution limit on satellite imagery was 
approximately 1 foot per pixel. To avoid detection, the narrator glibly advises, one must be 
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smaller than 1 square foot. Performers in the video then move around the screen with 1-cubic-
foot black, white, and gray boxes covering their heads (Figure 13). Other suggestions for 
disappearing completely include donning an invisibility cloak and being a superhero. The 
absurdity of the methods Steyerl offers for becoming invisible betray the near impossibility of 
such a feat. It is becoming more and more difficult to escape the prying eyes of a surveillance 
state that has effectively gridded the entire globe into an ever-increasing array of pixels. Steyerl’s 
video points to the process by which the gridding of space, information, and display have aligned 




Figure 13. Hito Steyerl, How Not to be Seen: A Fucking Didactic Educational .MOV File, 2013, 
still from a color video, 15 min. 52 sec.  
 
Christian Marclay also works with video to stunning effect, challenging deeply ingrained 
assumptions in cinema. As previously argued, the advent of film resulted in the gridding of time 
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by the organization of information in a series of still frames. The rapid movement of these 
frames across the screen generates the illusion of smooth motion and thereby reconstitutes time. 
Events recorded on film can be shown again and again with audiences seduced into reliving 
passed time as if it were unfolding in the present. By its colonization of time, film has the 
capacity to jettison viewers “out of” or “from” their social reality and into an all-consuming false 
construct of the present. Often this process is achieved by the construction of a filmic narrative 
that displaces the viewer’s own. In a paradoxical effect, film is then at once narrative, in a 
spectacular, illusionary way, and, as an extension of the grid, antinarrative in its ability to 
remove the viewers from their own present and past.  
In The Clock (2010), Marclay redeploys film to undermine this manipulative process 
(Figure 14). The 24-hour looping video montages scenes from a wide range of films in cinematic 
history that are only linked by the chronology of diegetic displays of time within their disparate 
narratives. A series of scenes, each taking place at 2:19 pm within their fictions, for instance, are 
montaged together and then followed by a series of scenes taking place at 2:20 pm and so on.  
Each scene is just long enough to begin to seduce the viewer into its own idiosyncratic filmic 
narrative before it is abruptly interrupted by the next montage. As Julie Levinson puts it, the 
video “is a twenty-four-hour succession of thresholds leading into narrative structures that 
become, in Marclay's filmic architecture, mere facades: false fronts that welcome us into a story 
in progress only to eject us as soon as we settle in comfortably.”58 Marclay’s repeated 
interruptions make viewers acutely aware of the ease with which they can be taken in by the 
spectacle of cinema by constantly turning the effect on and off. All the while, the editing of the 
video matches chronometric time to the time displayed on screen, whether shown on a clock 
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face, a watch, or spoken by a character, such that 2:19 pm in The Clock aligns with 2:19 pm on 
the viewer’s wristwatch. Whereas traditional cinematic experience replaces the viewer’s time 
with the film’s time, Marclay’s alignment of the two constantly threatens to snap the viewer out 
of the illusion. Viewers become aware of not only the passage of cinematic time, but also the 
passage of their own lives, marked most clearly by their decision to at some point leave the 




Figure 14. Christian Marclay, The Clock, 2010, installation view of color video, 24 hr., 
https://walkerart.org/calendar/2014/christian-marclay-clock. 
 
As Levinson astutely observes, “The spell that is repeatedly cast, broken, and recast by each 
successive on-screen clip is also repeatedly broken by the steady entrance and exit of audience 
members.”59 Film is thwarted two-fold: by the constant interruptions of spectacular narrative and 
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the constant comings and goings of the audience. Thus, while Marclay’s project may at first 
glance seem more removed from the grid than Farocki’s or Steyerl’s, the concept remains central 
by challenging cinematic time, a major function of the grid and a contributor to the construction 
of spectacle as a tool of social control.  
Central to each of these four artists’ approaches to the grid is the readymade. Gursky 
photographs preexisting manifestations of gridded space like apartment buildings, grocery stores, 
and stock exchanges. Farocki and Steyerl utilize found diagrams, photographs, and footage from 
archives, and Marclay repurposes footage from cinematic history. In this way, appropriation, 
often with the aid of digitization, becomes a vital tool for revealing and challenging the 
underlying structure of spectacle. 
 
V. My Work: History, Memory, Self, and the Intervening Space 
Taking inspiration from the lead of Farocki, Steyerl, and Marclay, I have also turned to 
found imagery in my work as a method of challenging the grid as organizing principle. In 
particular, I have focused on cable news broadcasts from the 2003 invasion of Iraq—a period 
which I believe exemplifies the dangers of grid-based modern governance.   
Building an archive of cable news coverage has been essential to this project, and 
“remediation,” defined as the representation of one medium in another, has made it possible.60 
With the advent of digital technology, remediation became ubiquitous, continuously folding 
earlier modes of dissemination into the digital space. As part of this process, television, including 
cable news, has found its way onto the Web—often unofficially. Since private news corporations 
                                                




rarely archive footage and make it public, cable news coverage of the invasion of Iraq is most 
widely available in the form of bootlegged YouTube videos—artifacts that have become the 
basis of my work. Generally, it can be inferred that the YouTube videos were created by 
anonymous individuals in the United States recording the news during its original airing. At 
some later point, these individuals digitized or reformatted the footage so that it could be 
uploaded on YouTube. The most common method of recording was by VHS, evidence of which 
occasionally appears in the digitized videos in the form of standard VHS playback signs. I have 
in turn utilized these YouTube videos to produce my own works that, by taking as their subject 
one of the most disastrous and destructive military operations in recent history, aim to reveal the 
dangers of spectacle as a tool of modern governance predicated on the deployment of the grid as 
organizer of space, information, time, and display. The focus of this work, emblematized by my 
video presentation Today’s News (2020), is to open up a space for historical reflection in which 
the time that has elapsed since the initial spectacle of an event becomes a tool for critical analysis 
of not only the past but also the present. 
In Today’s News, the news tickers from the bottom of cable news broadcasts from April 
9, 2003 are aggregated into a giant moving stack of headlines that lasts for more than 12 hours 
(Figure 15). The video consists of 90 rows of news tickers with each row showcasing six 
standard-definition screen lengths of the news ticker lined up so that they form a continuous text. 
In turn, each of the 90 rows are timed such that they are continuous with the lines directly above 
and below. This results in a video with one massive, continuous scrolling news ticker, in which 
headlines enter initially at the bottom right of the screen and then move successively across each 
of the 90 rows from right to left until finally exiting the screen at the top left corner. Each 
headline is on screen for approximately 50 minutes as it traverses the extent of the ticker. The 
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continuity of the headlines is interrupted only by channel switches between the three major cable 
news networks—CNN, Fox News, and MSNBC. These channel switches were performed by the 
individual recording the news broadcasts on VHS and are often accompanied by brief distortions 
of the screen, which can be seen at times in the video. Additionally, the news ticker momentarily 
disappears off screen during commercial breaks—most of which were avoided in the recordings 
by channel switching—and more rarely during some news programming. These occasional 
lapses in the news ticker account for the indecipherable and often brightly colored slivers of 








The sound in the video results from the layering of the sound tracks from each constituent 
video that forms the mosaic of the giant news ticker—a total of 540 videos. This layering 
accumulates into a deafening roar of white noise as the sounds of hundreds of newscasters, 
reporters, and guests jumble together into incoherence. 
 The re-envisioning of the news ticker into a massive mosaic of continuous headlines 
emphasizes the structure of the news itself as an endless grid of information, both in its 
composition as a continuous stream of still images and more abstractly as a network of 
connectivity. Each headline is subsumed into the totality of the structure, which becomes a visual 
phenomenon in its own right—separate from the aesthetics of the individual headlines. Perhaps 
this form of display then is less of a re-envisioning of the news ticker than an actualization of its 
underlying formulation. The sheer scale of the cable news media is put on display in such a way 
that the sublimity of the spectacle is encoded and decoded at the same time. In other words, 
although the video reflects the full potency of the spectacle, it does so by revealing its underlying 
gridded structure and ahistorical proclivities. The narrative of the war as told by the news media 
is largely lost to the structure of the news itself—a tidal wave of gridded information that 
overpowers any attempt at historical understanding in favor of the drama of the moment. So, 
while individual headlines can be read, they are always subsumed within the overall abstraction 
generated from the ceaseless gridding of information. Likewise, spoken language is cancelled out 
by its own accumulation.   
 The suppression of narrative—visualized in Today’s News—is fundamental to the 
operation of the spectacle, which seeks to make every event critically significant and thereby 
flatten history. On April 9, 2003, for instance, the U.S. military infamously toppled the statue of 
Saddam Hussein in central Baghdad’s Firdos Square. Many commentators saw this moment as 
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the culmination of the Battle for Baghdad and a historic victory for the U.S. military. In reality, 
the Iraq War dragged on for many years, the United States continues to maintain a military 
presence in the country seventeen years later, and April 9, 2003 hardly retains any place in 
collective memory. This is reflective of a broader condition of the news media as a technology of 
the grid, whereby every moment, no matter its gravity or context is given exaggerated 
importance. The presentation of April 9, 2003 via the news ticker can hardly be distinguished 
from any other day. Only a careful reading of the headlines suggests the supposed significance of 
the day—one which seems almost farcical in retrospect.  
Additionally, while most headlines covered stories related to the Iraq War, some offered 
news of other events. For instance, economic news such as the rise and fall of markets appeared 
within the scroll or sometimes as a fixed element. This can be observed in Today’s News, 
especially when MSNBC tickers with fixed stock market banners line up to form giant vertical 
columns that cut through the continuous scroll of headlines (Figure 16). The constant shifting of 
the markets within these columns becomes another source of anxiety—an anxiety that is only 
compounded by headlines about the SARS epidemic, which was unfolding at the same time. The 
scrolling of SARS death counts amongst headlines dedicated to war coverage painted a bleak 
picture of the world and appealed to viewers’ fears. The sense of panic was exacerbated by the 
frequent appearance of terror threat levels. Thus, the news ticker tended to form a locus of 
anxiety on screen—a feature that harkens back to the ticker’s origins. It was first introduced as a 
standard element of the television news frame on September 11, 2001 to keep up with coverage 
of the terrorist attacks, linking its very inception to fear.61 As Hardt and Negri wrote, “Today fear 
is the primary mechanism of control that fills the society of the spectacle.”62  Fear mongering fed 
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into and reinforced the spectacle by offering displays of power as the solution to a mounting 




Figure 16. Today’s News, 2020, still from a color video, 12 hr. 30 min. 18 sec. Image courtesy of 
the author. 
 
Yet, in spite of the anxiety inherent in the news ticker, there is a meditative quality to 
watching Today’s News. Paradoxically, it seems that the multiplication of the ticker has actually 
weakened its capacity to induce panic. Instead, Today’s News provides viewers with the 
opportunity to reflect on the structure of the media itself, the past, and the present. The steady 
flow of text across the screen and its amalgamation into an abstract mosaic can induce an 
unexpected calm. So, while the structure of the spectacle is put on full display, its effects are 
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stunted. Unlike the cable news reports from which it is derived, Today’s News seeks to open a 
space for thought and ultimately a reassessment of both history and the present that undermines 
the grid’s efforts at social control. Seventeen years have elapsed since April 9, 2003, and this 
passage of time outside of filmic narrative is ultimately the subject of Today’s News and the 
source of its meditative potential.  
In addition to opening up a space for reflection on the past and present, part of 
contending with the grid is understanding its effects on the construction of self and identity, and 
this has been another focus of my work. The news media plays an important role in the grid’s 
capacity to exert social control and thereby influence the construction of self. Within this 
scheme, the phenomenon of the news ticker, by providing viewers with headlines of 
simultaneously developing stories, reflects a broader expression of social control in the news 
media that is perhaps best observed in the prevalent use of split screens during coverage of the 
Iraq War, in which the television screen was subdivided into two-window, three-window, and 
four-window displays (Figure 17). Split screens enabled the news to show people and events in 
different locations at the same time. The utilization of multiple windows, particularly three- and 
four-way split screens, echoed the form of CCTV monitors. As Nicolas Mirzoeff writes, “The 
entertainment and surveillance uses of CCTV came together in television coverage of the Iraq 
War… Watching such four-way images was neither news nor entertainment but a form of work. 
In effect it was job training for remote surveillance like that proposed by US Homeguard.”63 
Mirzoeff proposes that the presentation of multiple-window displays trained news viewers in 
remote surveillance by forcing the viewers to constantly scan between the windows to find the 
action. Such “work” weaponized the viewer’s gaze, putting the viewer in the position of the 
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police state. However, in opposition to Mirzoeff, who claims that watching split screens was 
work rather than entertainment, I would argue that such voyeuristic empowerment provided the 
viewer with the possibility of a ludic experience, in which the viewer could play the role of 
operations manager, and thereby extract significant entertainment value out of the “work” 
required to watch.  
 
 
Figure 17. Examples of four-window displays from Fox News and CNN coverage of the Iraq 
War in March and April 2003. Stills compiled by the author from YouTube videos. 
 
In fact, such CCTV-type split screens also became prevalent in other forms of 
entertainment in the early 2000s. For instance, Alexander R. Galloway identified the 
phenomenon in the TV series 24, which often employed multiply split screens around the climax 
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of each episode to show several characters in action at the same time. Galloway writes, “Since it 
represents difference through time, traditional montage is less effective at displaying networked 
relationality. The notion of difference in space is better suited to a single plane which is then 
bisected one or more times.”64 Unlike traditional film montage, which articulates change in time, 
the split screen becomes a representation of networked or gridded space, in which multiple 
events unfold simultaneously and interrelatedly. The split screens in news coverage of the Iraq 
War functioned as displays of gridded space, heightening the spectacle by cuing the viewer into 
multiple concurrent events or multiple perspectives of the same event. Galloway goes on to 
write, “24 is political because the show embodies in its formal technique the essential grammar 
of the control society, dominated as it is by specific network and informatic logics.”65 Similarly, 
the split screens in news coverage of the Iraq War became another manifestation of Deleuze’s 
control society.66 The emulation of CCTV in news coverage of the war did the work of 
normalizing government surveillance by employing its form for entertainment, promoting its 
acceptability not only in war but in daily life. The significance of this effort at social control and 
its impact on the construction of identity cannot be overestimated. 
Utilizing the notion of the split screen and its potential as an organizational principle of 
the self, in my video presentation, Tiles (2020), I explore the intersection of public spectacle—
and the collective memory it generates—with family history (Figure 18). I look back on my 
personal experience of first witnessing news of the 2003 invasion of Iraq while on a family ski 
trip at the age of eight. My invocation of the split screen becomes mimetic of the grid as the 
infrastructure of spectacle. In this way, the visual organization of the work serves as a cold, 
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mechanical filter through which the personal percolates. To reflect this interface, when I describe 
the structure of the visual in the following pages, I use the third person or passive voice, but 
when I discuss the personal references that pass through it, I adopt the first-person point of view. 
This distinction in perspective is fundamental to my construction of the work, which seeks to 
deploy the grid as a format to explore the effects of structures of modern governance on the 




Figure 18. Tiles, 2020, stills from a color video, 17 min. 23 sec. Top-left: Still at 10 sec. Top-
Right: Still at 32 sec. Bottom-left: Still at 2 min. 57 sec. Bottom-Right: Still at 12 min. 37 sec. 
Images courtesy of the author. 
 
The visual structure of the work takes the form of an animation, in which cut-up 
reproductions of news stills, historic documents, maps, and family photos are shuffled into a 
central frame. Each reproduction, adopting the 4:3 ratio of standard-definition displays, is 
slightly smaller than the size of a standard letter and is cut into ten columns and nine rows to 
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give a total of 90 constituent rectangles of equal size. The animation begins with a blank white 
background. A solid blue image, which I take to be a blank television screen, is then placed on 
the background. It has already been gridded into 90 tiles. Subsequently, an equally sized and 
gridded reproduction of a ski map is placed to the right of the blue image. Approximately every 
four seconds, one of the 90 blue tiles is replaced with the corresponding tile from the ski map. 
The removed blue tiles are placed in the surrounding blank space, and the ski map, which was a 
complete image when it first entered, gradually disintegrates as pieces of it are placed into the 
central frame. After 25 replacements, the next complete image of 90 tiles is placed on a blank 
portion of the background and the process continues. Tiles from this new image can then replace 
corresponding blue tiles or ski map tiles in the central frame, forming an increasingly fragmented 
central image. This process continues for a total of 8 frames, not including the initial blue image, 
and a total of 200 tile replacements. As with the split screen logic of the news, these tiles mix 
together to form a new mosaic in which different locations and time periods are presented 
simultaneously. The division of images into constituent pieces also reflects the process by which 
displays have been gridded into pixels.  
 All the while, a first-person voiceover provides context for the images as they are 
gradually mixed into the central frame. The narrative and animation are interrupted only by the 
occasional found advertisement originally aired during cable news coverage of the invasion of 
Iraq in 2003. These advertisements serve as continual reminders of the jarring disjunction 
between violence enacted by the U.S. government abroad and mundane suburban life in 
America—an issue that comes up repeatedly in the narrative as well.   
I begin the voiceover with a quote from Jean Baudrillard’s 1991 essay “The Gulf War 
Did Not Take Place.” Baudrillard remarks on the contrast between the rush of ski vacationers to 
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the French Alps and the onset of the first Gulf War. As the French sit in traffic on the way to the 
slopes, they listen to radio reports of the much more rapid advance of coalition troops across 
Kuwait. While this quote is read, the reproduction of the ski map, which is a 2003 version of the 
ski map of Sugarloaf Mountain in Maine, is mixed into the central frame. I explain that in March 
of 2003, when I was on a ski vacation at that mountain with my family, the bombing of Baghdad 
began. I recall seeing the bright green night vision images aired on cable news channels during 
this trip, one of which I begin to shuffle into the central frame. The animation then fast-forwards 
to the introduction of the final image, which is a reproduction of a photograph of my family and I 
posing at the top of Sugarloaf (Figure 19). I describe how this image has become permanently 
associated with the night vision images in my memory. In an attempt to better understand this 
image, I ask the question, “why was my family skiing at all?”  
The animation then rewinds back to the previous point, and I trace my family’s tradition 
of skiing back to my great-grandfather Siegfried Thannhauser, who was an early adopter of the 
sport. I introduce a photograph of him and his family skiing in Switzerland in 1932 or ’33. This 
was perhaps the last photo taken of them skiing prior to their escape from Germany to the United 
States. As mentioned earlier, Siegfried, who was a renowned doctor in Germany, was forced to 
flee with his family in 1935 after he was fired by the Nazis from his position at the University of 
Freiburg because of his Jewish heritage.  
At this point, another still image from cable news of the 2003 invasion of Iraq appears, in 
which the defeat of Saddam is compared to the defeat of Hitler by overlaying footage celebrating 
the end of World War II with the headline “Operation Iraqi Freedom: who will govern Iraq when 
the coalition leaves?” As the tiles of this news still are shuffled into the central frame, I read 
portions of a letter written by Siegfried to the Dean of the University of Freiburg, who had asked 
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him to return at the end of the war (see “Appendix” for the full letter). Siegfried recounts the 
heartbreaking experience of leaving Germany. He then refuses the offer to return, citing his great 
disappointment in the German people and especially his former students for supporting Hitler 
and his belief that healing would need to come from within the country by those willing to admit 
their mistakes. During the reading of the letter, tiles from two additional images are shuffled into 
the central frame. The first is a reproduction of a poster produced for a 1946 anti-fascist 
exhibition titled “Niemals Vergessen”—German for “Never Forget”—that was staged in Vienna. 
The second is a still image from a cable news segment commemorating fallen troops during the 




Figure 19. Tiles, 2020, still from a color video, 17 min. 23 sec. Image courtesy of the author.  
 
After the conclusion of the letter, I bring in a reproduction of a photograph of Siegfried 
and his two cousins Belle and Josephine as children. As the photograph disintegrates with the 
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placement of its tiles in the central frame, I explain that while Siegfried escaped to the United 
States and Belle escaped to Palestine, Josephine died on a train to Auschwitz. Siegfried and Belle 
never spoke again, blaming each other for Josephine’s death. The narration then addresses the 
two “Never Forget” images previously shown and already fragmented, explaining that the phrase 
had originally been used in memory of Holocaust victims but that it had since been used in 
reference to a number of more contemporary events including the September 11 attacks and 
fallen soldiers in the Iraq War.  
This leads me back to the photograph of my family and I skiing at Sugarloaf, which 
appears again. This time, I recognize the image as evidence of my family’s survival in the face of 
extermination. But, I contrast that reading with the one established by the intersection of the 
same image with the onset of the Iraq War. In the latter case, the photograph of my family 
becomes not an image of survival but an image of a people who sat back in leisure while their 
government tormented another nation. Moreover, the particular form of leisure we participated in 
directly connected to Siegfried, his flight from government persecution, and his establishment of 
a life in the United States. On the one hand, the photograph is a celebration of perseverance, but 
on the other, it is evidence of the subsequent complacency of many Americans whose families 
came to this country to flee violence. These shifting readings highlight the context-dependent 
nature of photography, and its ability to elude fixed meaning.  
Although it may seem counterintuitive, photographs, like the grid, are in many ways 
ahistorical and antinarrative. Although they emerge from a certain moment in time, they offer 
little commentary about that time. Even a proper dating requires the application of external 
knowledge of cultural signifiers. For instance, familiarity with the history of clothing and fashion 
trends may be required. Thus, while the photograph itself lies outside of history, its interpretation 
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is necessarily historical. As Roland Barthes argued, “Thanks to its code of connotation the 
reading of the photograph is … always historical; it depends on the reader’s ‘knowledge’ just as 
though it were a matter of real language [langue], intelligible only if one has learned the signs.”67 
Interpretation of photographs is always contingent upon knowledge of the past and the present 
moment’s understanding of itself in relation to the past. As this knowledge and understanding 
shifts, the interpretation of a photograph changes. Like the grid, a photograph has no political 
allegiance. As Barthes notes, “For a particular photograph I can give a right-wing reading or a 
left-wing reading.”68 
Not only do photographs fail to speak for themselves, their deluge tends to actively 
subvert narrative. Siegfried Kracauer warned of the capacity of photographs in their sheer 
quantity to effectively eliminate memory: “The flood of photos sweeps away the dams of 
memory. The assault of this mass of images is so powerful that it threatens to destroy the 
potentially existing awareness of crucial traits.”69 Memory and photography exist in opposition 
to each other. While memory tends to distill the most significant features of a person, place, or 
event, photography captures an arbitrary moment in all of its irrelevant detail. As photographs 
rapidly pile up, the accumulation of detail overpowers memory and contextualization: “The 
contiguity of these images systematically excludes their contextual framework available to 
consciousness. The ‘image-idea’ drives away the idea. The blizzard of photographs betrays an 
indifference toward what the things mean.”70 The nonstop assault of the photographic image, of 
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which today’s cable news coverage serves as a prime example, effectively buries any capacity 
for interpretation under sheer volume.  
In Tiles, I overlay memory—personal, familial, and collective—in the form of a 
voiceover narration on a sequence of photographs. In opposition to the spectacle, the volume of 
images is greatly reduced and the rate at which they are introduced is slowed. Each switch to a 
new frame in the animation—marked by a single tile replacement—is accompanied by a click. 
There is no attempt made to seduce the viewer with the smooth moving images characteristic of 
gridded films and broadcasts. Instead, every alteration is announced. The narrative, likewise, is 
an attempt to counter the ahistorical and antinarrative proclivities of the photographic image by 
providing the context necessary for interpretation. Even so, the photographs refuse fixity. Their 
gridding into tiles and their gradual disintegration as they are fragmented in the central frame 
battles with the attempt to understand. As soon as the narrative begins to clarify the history and 
memory intrinsic to a given photograph, the image fragments and disintegrates, breaking apart 
and coming back together in the central frame as an increasingly indecipherable jumble. In the 
end, the narrative itself is caught between two opposing interpretations of the photograph of my 
family—one celebratory and the other critical. It is unable to reach a conclusion. A multitude of 
memories and histories collide while the photographs crumble.  
The images of the stock of nature disintegrated into its elements are offered up to 
consciousness to deal with as it pleases. Their original order is lost; they no longer cling 
to the spatial context that linked them with an original out of which the memory image 
was selected. But if the remnants of nature are not oriented toward the memory image, 
then the order they assume through the image is necessarily provisional… The disorder 
of the detritus reflected in photography cannot be elucidated more clearly than through 
the suspension of every habitual relationship among the elements of nature… the valid 
organization of things remains unknown…71  
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 The central frame in Tiles embodies Kracauer’s description of a world so inundated with 
photographic images fragmented out of context that it cannot make sense of their relations to 
each other. The split screen has expanded to an extent that it no longer becomes possible to keep 
track of the different locations and events described in each cell. Still, each of the cells in Tiles is 
connected to the central “I” of the narrative, and the work reflects a fragmented identity 
composed of disparate bits of information. As Alex Kitnick notes, “the self reemerges in art and 
literature today not as an absolute origin with depths to be explored but rather as something 
ceaselessly constructed, mined, and manufactured—a contested site uniquely intelligent about 
wider systems.”72 
Ultimately, Tiles is an attempt at describing the construction of self in the age of the 
spectacle. While I try to limit spectacle in the animation itself, no description of the self in this 
age can avoid the grid and its ahistorical and antinarrative proclivities. All memories, histories, 
and details come together in the split screen simultaneously, and the self can only be seen within 
a structure akin to the CCTV monitors of the surveillance state. The structure of the grid—the 
spectacle—holds the self together. The spectacle, by its organizing principle, creates a façade of 
unity in which each individual is connected like spokes on a wheel. Similarly, the self in the age 
of the spectacle emerges as a façade of unity whose underlying structure is an array of disparate 
images, memories, and histories. By visualizing this structure, as in Tiles, the unitary self is 
revealed as an artificial construct—nothing more than spectacle. The mirage—subjectivity—is 
shattered by the underlying structure.  
Narration attempts to combat the spectacle by contextualizing the images with history, 
and to a certain extent it does. The seemingly unrelated images of family ski trips are in fact 
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linked to news images of the bombing of Baghdad, a link created—not by the narrator’s 
subjectivity—but by modern governance. Still, despite the fact that the images share common 
threads, the false unity of the spectacle cannot be replaced with actual unity. As Foucault argues, 
history is not useful as a means of organizing a series of events into a neat bundle. Rather, 
“History becomes ‘effective’ to the degree that it introduces discontinuity into our very being—
as it divides our emotions, dramatizes our instincts, multiplies our body and sets it against 
itself.”73 In other words, history is most vital when it disrupts the façade of unity generated by 
the spectacle to reveal the fragmented underbelly of the self. While the spectacle attempts to 
eliminate history by creating an eternalized present, it is history itself that has the capacity to 
fight back. It is history that can break the illusion and reveal the underlying structure of division. 
Foucault writes, “The purpose of history, guided by genealogy, is not to discover the roots of our 
identity but to commit itself to its dissipation… it seeks to make visible all of those 
discontinuities that cross us.”74 By recognizing the self as fragmented, incomplete, and 
constantly shifting, history combats governance.  
But, was it not governance itself which divided the world into fragments? Was it not the 
gridding of space, information, time, and display that caused the disintegration of self in the first 
place? Perhaps. In the case of modern governance though, this process of division was 
undertaken as a means of generating the false unification of the spectacle. History’s capacity to 
reveal the underlying fragmentation provides an opening to challenge the very gridded structure 
that resulted in it. By dismantling the mirage of the spectacle, it is finally possible to see the 
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wreckage modern governance has left and continues to leave in its wake, and the need for 
structural revolution.  
To be sure, systems predicated on the grid are not inherently evil, and many function to 
provide vital services including the distribution of food, water, shelter, and healthcare. Even 
writing itself—such an essential technology for communication—by its use of letters and 
characters in organized rows or columns, reflects the grid. Suffice it to say, I do not advocate an 
end to these essential tools and services. Rather, the challenge is to develop a system of 
governance that can use and supply them without also relying on a grid-based system of social 
control. In large part, this amounts to a call for the implementation of robust privacy protections 
by the gutting of both state-sponsored and private surveillance systems. But, it also amounts to a 
call for the dismantling of grid-based systems of executive power, particularly the military-
industrial-media complex. Such a massive structural overhaul almost certainly requires the 
transition to new forms of distribution, but it may even entail experiments with something as 
radical as a new form of written communication divorced from the grid. Or maybe not. There are 
no guarantees that alternative structures to the grid would be immune to its deficiencies. Still, 
even purely theoretical reconceptualizations could be enough to spark implementable safeguards. 
The corps at the center of this reimagination will not be the army or the navy but necessarily 
artists.  
Only by revealing the grid as the underlying structure of spectacle and modern 
governance can an alternative model even be proposed—a model that does not differ only in its 
politics but that differs in its fundamental structure. Real change may very well require a 
complete reconfiguration of the social order from the organization of space to the organization of 
display. The beginning of such a herculean reorganization happens with the identification of the 
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grid as the organizing principle of modern governance and the invocation of history with all of 
its inconsistencies as the lens through which to challenge its reign.   
To that end, let us return to the question of the renaming of Uhlenhuthstraße to 
Thannhauserstraße. In acknowledgement of Paul Uhlenhuth’s support of Nazi efforts to fire 
professors of Jewish heritage, the city government of Freiburg decided to strip Uhlenhuth of the 
privilege of having a street named after him. Instead, the street would be named after my great-
grandfather Siegfried, one of the professors victimized by Nazi persecution. However, all of this 
presumes that it is, in fact, an honor to have a German street named after oneself. And, this is a 
big presumption. After all, it was the very gridding of space and information that enabled the 
Nazis to terrorize segments of the population. By careful record keeping facilitated by the 
gridding of space, “undesirables” could be efficiently identified, persecuted, and ultimately 
rounded up and slaughtered. I observed the process of identification in the archives of the 
University of Freiburg, where I found list after list of professors designated as “non-Aryans,” and 
without fail, at the top of each list was Siegfried Thannhauser (Figure 20).  
Seeing these lists, gridded as they were with name, department, birth year, and 
employment status, sent a shiver up my spine, not just because of their inhumanity but because 
of their similarity to maps, address books, and a slew of other seemingly benign structures of 
organization found in everyday life. The gradual expansion of the grid across all facets of life has 
steadily erased hiding places. More than ever before, there is almost nowhere to escape from the 
prying eyes of the surveillance state. Now, when I think of the repetition of Siegfried’s name on 
street signs, I am filled with a feeling of dread. I can’t help but imagine a time when this latent 
network of streets is reactivated for another bout of oppression. And when that time comes—if it 
is not already upon us—one of those streets will bear Siegfried’s name. Perhaps it is possible that 
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his name helps push off the date of reactivation by serving as a reminder of the mistakes of the 
past. But, I doubt it. The only solace I take lies at the end of Thannhauserstraße, when the street 
abruptly ends in a field. Here the grid disintegrates and the hills of the Black Forest rise above. 
And, I see once more the beauty of the landscape. A beauty that Siegfried loved. A beauty that 




Figure 20. Left: A list compiled in 1933 of “non-Aryan” professors and academics on faculty in 
the department of medicine at the University of Freiburg. Siegfried Thannhauser, one of the most 
senior members of the faculty and director of the medical clinic, was invariably listed first. 
Right: Thannhauserstraße opens onto a field with views of the Black Forest in the distance. 
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Appendix: Siegfried Thannhauser’s Letter  
 
 
Siegfried Thannhauser wrote the following letter to the Dean of the Medical School at the 
University of Freiburg in response to an offer to return to the university shortly after the 
conclusion of World War II. The letter was translated from the German by the author with 




March 6, 1946  
 
D. Beringer,  
Professor of medicine,  
Dean, the Medical School  
University of Freiburg in Breslau  
 
 
Dear Dr. Beringer and colleagues,  
 
The French Consulate in Boston sent me your letter dated 
December 5, 1945 on February 21, 1946. A second letter, which 
you announced as a supplement, was not enclosed.  
 
Your kind remembrance of my person after 11 years has fully 
brought to my consciousness the shocking experience of the year 
1933/34.  
 
One of those enchanting early spring nights, as they are 
experienced only in the country between the Black Forest and the 
Foothills of the Kaiserstuhl, made the atmosphere shake. Nature 
was ripe for the salvation of spring - but my soul was crushed 
and broken, homeless, ready for eternal slumber. The train that 
my family and I would take to the ship was snorting as it built 
steam in the Freiburg train station. Hundreds of schoolchildren 
surrounded my three girls, and women, including wives of my 
former faculty colleagues, brought my wife to the car 
compartment. Few men were present. They avoided seeing and 
greeting me for months. I was alone. "Must I leave, must I then 
leave the city," the schoolchildren sang. I believed the world 
was sinking under my feet. Everything I did, what I loved, my 
wonderful clinic that I was allowed to build, my friends - 
everything was lost. I was ashamed of myself. I could not even 
cry. Only the sight of my children and my brave wife suppressed 
the desire for a quick end. At that time, as well as later on, I 
was free from the feeling of bitterness and free of the wish to 
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be compensated for the humiliation suffered. That night I 
realized that Christ was a Jew.  
 
My friends from the Rockefeller Foundation, especially Dr. 
Robert Lambert, expected me and my family in the port of New 
York.  
 
It was clear to me from the first hour that I had to forget 
everything that I had achieved in my fifty-year life in Europe. 
I crossed out my past and started all over again. Otherwise it 
would have been a life in memory and not a new productive life. 
It was hard, very hard, to prove myself as a scientist in my 
years. Teaching in English, setting up a new laboratory, 
adapting to the unfamiliar people of such diversity was so 
exhausting that I fell ill with my old venous thrombosis again 
and was down for months with a pulmonary embolism. During this 
time of illness, my new American friends, especially my senior 
at the Hospital Dr. J. H. Pratt, the old student and friend of 
William Osler, behaved so brotherly and helpful to my family and 
to me that I got a real feeling of home in the strange city. 
After the recovery from the serious illness, I was steadily on 
the rise. I felt that I was among friends.  
 
The scientific person in the USA is evaluated only on the basis 
of his achievement not on his social status or familiarity with 
Western culture. The heritage of Western Civilization belongs to 
the museum. It is admired, but not counted for in the new life, 
which everyone has to justify and acquire with work "MADE IN 
USA." Anyone who does not do this, or who is too conceited to 
prove himself anew, will end up in the museum, or, if he has no 
"historical value," in the trash can. He will not starve to 
death, for in this land of abundance there is plenty of food in 
the trash too. Fortunately, new clinical and physiochemical work 
has enabled me to achieve a place among the various award-
winning research groups in Boston. Boston, with its numerous, 
scientifically operating hospitals today is really an Athens of 
medical science. In order to be valid as a refugee in these 
working groups, it is not enough to write good works; one has to 
understand how to keep one's person in the background and to 
give priority to the natives. For that reason, I never aspired 
to leadership or title in the USA, but was always happy to be 
consulted (but only when asked) to share my experience and 
advice. An ideal position for the less ambitious, because I was 
able to lead many things in the right direction. This is how the 
‘Bingham Associates Fund’ program was built. An organization 
that spans the New England states of Massachusetts, Maine and 
New Hampshire, and has the mission of applying the latest 
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medical research achievements to the hospices of small rural 
districts. Our diagnostic hospital is the center of more than a 
hundred smaller hospitals, which are provided by us with 
excellent radiologists, pathologists and laboratory staff. Only 
the most difficult cases come to the head office for diagnosis, 
and then return to the diaspora with diagnosis and instructions 
after a short time. In this way I see unheard of, excellently 
worked out clinical material. It has been and still is a lot for 
me to learn and to revise old deadlocked views. I have to read a 
lot of new literature to keep pace with the vibrant, ambitious 
youth and to answer questions. There is no authority in this 
relatively new country of medical science, only positive 
knowledge counts. Very often, however, the written word is more 
valid than experience. Unfortunately, the "worship of numbers" 
often triumphs over natural intuition, seeing with trained eyes 
and the instinctive knowledge of long experience. But, all in 
all, it is wonderful to work in this atmosphere of medical 
evolution.  
 
The way of teaching is different from teaching at German medical 
schools. It's more of a school with lessons in small classes 
than academic lecturing in front of a large auditorium. There 
isn’t time here to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of 
both education systems. In our hospital, we teach the students 
at Tuft's University Medical School. They are nice, interested 
young people from all walks of life. Some have to earn tuition 
as elevator operators, clerks or workers in a technical shop to 
work through college. This applies to all medical schools in 
this country. It involves a great idealism and a gritty nature 
to persevere as a student with little means, and there are 
relatively many of them. I think my students are quite happy 
with me. As far as I know, they consider me to be an original 
whose brashness one must first get used to.  
 
In my laboratory, I have a good number of researchers paid for 
by private funds. We are mainly concerned with lipoid chemistry 
and enzymatic cleavage of phospholipids in the body. A book 
about lipidoses, a group of peculiar diseases of cell 
metabolism, was published by me in 1940 in Oxford University 
Press. This book and a number of reprints I have taken the 
liberty of sending as a part of this letter and as a testimony 
of my activity.  
 
Since 1940, we, my family and I, have been grateful citizens of 
the USA. You believed I was a consultant internist with the 
victorious American Army in the field. At the outbreak of the 
war, I was no longer of the age for service. I did not push for 
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military service. It has spared me from seeing with my own eyes 
the fate and shame of a people led by the devil.  
 
I have described to you the departure from the ancient homeland, 
the evolution and current situation of my person and my work in 
the USA, so extensively in order to give you my answer to your 
kind invitation and to help you understand. I cannot return, the 
wound is too deep, it will never heal. The disappointment of my 
trust in the good in German people, in the honesty of my friends 
was too great. The years that I can still work productively 
belong to the country that took me in during my deepest anguish 
and supported me.  
 
One might object that I had the duty to return. Should I, for 
example, indulge in the illusion that I had the task of 
educating a German medical youth, who would treat me with 
suspicion in their deepest souls, with the poison that a devil 
has left as a legacy. My former German students are the biggest 
disappointment of my life. I believed that my students in 
Germany (and there were thousands of them) had instilled the 
love of man as a basis for the medical profession.  
 
What’s become of you? Voluntary or involuntary executioners! 
Here the core of moral resistance to Hitlerism should have 
developed. Instead, the young students and their teachers 
followed the devil's whistle. What is the point of singing about 
academic freedom "Vivat academia - pereant osores; pereat 
diabolus" ["Long live the academy - may haters perish; may the 
devil perish"] if the song is only performed as a showpiece at 
academic ceremonies? But, in reality everyone, with few 
exceptions, followed this Great Satan in hysterical ecstasy just 
because he appeared as a patriotic popular speaker in uniform. 
"Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori" ["It is sweet and proper 
to die for one's country"] was the basis of German patriotic 
education. This sentence was paraphrased by the Hitler devil and 
his henchmen in such a way that it was not only the duty of 
every German to die for Germany, but that it was equally the 
duty of every "national comrade" to be adversaries of their own 
and foreign nationals, to let die, to torture, to murder men, 
women and children in villages, cities and concentration camps, 
when the state, the state of the devil, commands it. These 
gruesome, unchristian ideas can only disappear from the souls of 
youth if the academic teachers, who were silent witnesses of 
this disgrace and shame, step forward before the youth and 
revive in word and deed academic ethics and Christian morality. 
The youth must be taught that respect for human dignity, 
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reverence for the divine in man, is above the commandment of the 
state.  
 
Should I really return to join the ranks of Reforming and 
Reformed academic teachers? In such a case, the students would 
rightfully reject me, as a man who had spent most of the time of 
the devil's domination and murder in the safe haven across the 
ocean. You must therefore choose a man as my successor, who has 
witnessed and tasted the gruesome events, but who has remained 
pure in his academic soul and is worthy of replanting in the 
hearts of a contaminated and suspicious youth the seed of 
academic moral purity.  
 
Such a man is in your own faculty! Professor K. Ziegler, whose 
steadfast attitude and academic integrity are a tribute to the 
Freiburg Medical Faculty, would be a jewel in the crown of the 
Department of Internal Medicine. In case Professor K. Ziegler 
would not be inclined to accept the office, I would ask the 
faculty to choose a man for the chair of internal medicine who 
was educated by my beloved teacher, mentor and friend Friedrich 
von Mueller. Even if this man could not display the great 
scientific qualities of his incomparable teaching abilities, he 
would bring with him, as the genome of Mueller's school, an 
upright, fearless character and academic ethics. German 
doctoring cannot be saved from decay by scientific work, but by 
powerful personalities and fearless confessors of the mistakes 
made. Men like Professor Paul Martini in Bonn, Professor Kress 
von Kressenstein, director of the Lazarus Hospital in Berlin, 
Professor Duisberg, formerly in Frankfurt, Professor Alexander 
Pierach, former director of the hospital in Memel, now in Bad 
Nauheim are Mueller-students and worthy of consideration by the 
Freiburg Medical Faculty for the reoccupation of the Chair of 
Internal Medicine.  
 
The last academic act that I was allowed to perform in my 
beloved Freiburg clinic was the acceptance of the bust of [my 
immediate predecessor, the recently deceased and much] revered 
Dean of Medicine and Founder of the Medical School, Christian 
Gerhard Baeumler. My academic speech was monitored by 
stormtroopers and Gestapo people. I end this letter with the 
final words of this speech." No mortal is as close to 
immortality as the academic teacher. He can sprinkle seed grains 
which in every generation produce new blooms and in hundreds of 
years renew the core of his being. May Christian Baeumler's 
dutiful, wise and mild spirit of academic moral purity blossom 
out in us youngsters and as the inheritance of the German 
academic teacher be shared with our children and grandchildren."  
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Take again my thanks for the remembrance of my person. May the 
medical faculty of Freiburg experience an honorable new ascent, 
worthy of its great tradition. I spent the most beautiful and 
fruitful years of my life in this unique city, in the wonderful 
landscape between the Black Forest and the Rhine. Will I ever 
again see this wonderful spot of earth that I will always love?  
 
Best Regards,  
 
S.J Thannhauser.  
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